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TEXTURE CACHE FOR A COMPUTER GRAPHICS ACCELERATOR 
BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
Field Of The Invention 

This invention relates to computer systems, and more particularly, to 
5 methods and apparatus for caching data representing the texture of 
surfaces to be displayed by a computer. 

History Of The Prior Art 

In three dimensional graphics, surfaces are typically rendered by 

PI 

m assembling a plurality of polygons into a desired shape. The polygons 

in 10 are conventionally triangles having vertices which are defined in world 

SJ 

p space by three dimensional distance coordinates, by color values, and by 

y." texture coordinates. The color values define the brightness of each of 

red /green /blue (r, g, b) colors at each vertex and thus the color at each 
5 vertex. The texture coordinates (u, v) define the coordinates of each 

^ 15 vertex on a texture map defined by values stored in memory. Other 
W characteristics such as transparency, fog, spectral colors, and additional 

textures may also define each vertex in a particular system to provide 

more sophisticated rendering. 

It has been the practice that an application program executing on a 
20 central processor provides to a graphics accelerator the coordinates and 
attributes of the vertices of each triangle which is to be included in the 
shape being assembled for display. The surfaces represented by an 
assembly of polygons are, as a generality, being viewed in perspective. 
Typically, the application furnishes the horizontal (x) and vertical (y) 
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distance coordinates as screen values. If instead the application 
furnishes the distance coordinates as world space values, then these 
values should, for proper display, be transformed into screen coordinates 
by a perspective transformation process. Along with the distance 
coordinates, the application typically furnishes the color values, the 
texture coordinates, and other attributes of the vertices as world space 
values. If the x and y screen coordinates of the vertices are known, the 
pixels defining a triangle on the screen may be determined. Then, the 
world space depth values (z), the color values, and the texture 
coordinates may be used to determine the depth value, the color values, 
and the texture coordinates for each pixel. 

In order to provide perspective-correct values for each of the various 
attributes of a pixel to be displayed, the world space values of these 
attributes should be transformed into screen values. The vertices of a 
triangle define a plane in world space so the depth of positions in the 
triangle vary linearly from one vertex to the other within the triangle in 
world space. This allows the depth value for each position in the triangle 
in world space to be determined by a linear interpolation process. If the 
depth at any position in the triangle can be known, then the depth of 
each pixel which defines the triangle on the screen may be determined by 
perspective transformation of the world space depth values. 

Similarly, the color values and the texture coordinates for each pixel 
defining the triangle vary linearly from vertex to vertex in world space; 
and the same type of linear interpolation process and perspective 
transformation could be used to find the color values and texture 
coordinates for each pixel in screen space. 
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Once the depth value, color values, and texture coordinates for each 
pixel have been determined, the texture coordinates could be utilized to 
determine texture values from the related texture map; and these texture 
values could then be utilized to modify the color values of each pixel in 
the triangle. 

Although, all of this is conceivable, the prior art has not provided 
hardware to accomplish these processes because of the very large 
number of steps required and the time necessary to accomplish those 
steps. Instead, most of the attributes provided by an application 
program are simply treated as though they are screen coordinates. This 
provides colors and other attributes which may be somewhat distorted 
but useable. However, texture patterns are so distorted by such a 
compromise that they are unusable. 

A texture map is a matrix of values which describe a pattern to be 
applied to the surface of the triangle to vary the colors in accordance 
with the pattern. Sets of texture coordinates u and v each indicate a 
particular texture value (texel) in a texture map and allow that texel to be 
accessed. The texture coordinates of the vertices of a triangular surface 
area thus define the position of the triangle on the texture map so that 
the texels within the triangle determine the texture applied to each 
portion of the surface of the triangle. Each individual screen pixel 
describing the triangle covers some portion of the texture map as the 
triangle is projected onto the screen. 

Screen texture coordinates obtained by the linear interpolation and 
perspective projection processes are not typically integral values. On the 
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other hand, indexing into a texture map is accomplished using integral 
coordinates. Consequently, non-integral coordinates obtained by 
interpolation and perspective projection must somehow be used to obtain 
texture values. A simple method of obtaining texture values uses the 
closest integral u and v values for each pixel to index into the texture 
map and then selects the texture value at that intersection. A more 
accurate method of determining a texture value called bilinear 
interpolation utilizes the integer portion of the u and v coordinates at the 
center of each pixel to determine four additional sets of integral 
coordinates defining positions on a texture map surrounding the pixel 
center. The process selects the texels at these four positions and then 
uses the fractional portion of the texture coordinates at the pixel center 
to weight the texture values surrounding the index point. The four 
weighted texture values are combined into a more accurate 
representation for modifying the color values of that pixel to reproduce 
the texture pattern. 

Those skilled in the art have recognized that where a pixel covers a very 
large number of texture values on a texture map, only a small portion of 
those values will be represented in the final texture value selected to 
modify the color of that pixel using the methods described. 
Consequently, a more accurate method of texture mapping has been 
devised which provides texture maps at a plurality of different scales. A 
proper scale can be chosen so that the pixels defining the individual 
triangles may be made to cover numbers of texels in the projection of the 
texture map in screen space which accurately reproduce the texture 
value. The process of selecting a texture value for a pixel then includes 
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an initial step for each particular triangle being rendered in which a 
texture map is selected having a scale adapted to accurately represent 
texture values for the pixels of that triangle. This selection may include 
an additional process of selecting scales above and below a desired scale 
5 and interpolating between those scales to reach a final scale. 

Although these methods provide progressively more accurate texture 
values for pixels if the triangle lies in a plane parallel to the screen 
surface, they are all based on the assumption that the projection of a 
pixel onto the texture map is square or rectangular in shape. This 
10 assumption is incorrect in the greater number of cases when three 

dimensional shapes are being rendered. In fact, none of these methods 
is capable of describing with sufficient accuracy the texture values which 
should be attributed to the pixels when three dimensional shapes are 
rendered in any significant perspective on a flat screen surface. 

15 Because of this, additional processes are being developed which include 
methods for determining texture values at a greater plurality of points 
within a pixel all of which points are positioned with regard to both the 
shape of the pixel and the shape of the texture map. In such methods, 
texture values are determined at each of these plurality of points (or at 

20 four points surrounding each point of this plurality of points) within a 
projected pixel and the values blended into a single final texture value. 

As may be seen, the process of determining texture values for pixels is 
very complex and requires very large numbers of texels for many 
triangles. Whatever process is used to determine accurate texture 
25 values, it is first necessary to transfer this very large number of texture 
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values from memory to the graphics accelerator circuitry so that these 
texture values may be utilized in the determination of a final texture 
value for each pixel in the triangle. 

Conventionally, the data defining the texture values for each triangle are 
individually transferred by the central processing unit to the graphics 
accelerator via the system input/ output bus. This requires that the 
central processing unit gain access to the system bus through the bus 
control circuitry, send the data for a first texture value, regain control of 
the bus to send data regarding a second texture value, and so on. 
Typically, it takes a great number of bus accesses to send the texture 
value data for each pixel in a single triangle. As v^ill be appreciated, this 
is a relatively slow process. To date, the process has been acceptable 
because graphics accelerators have been too slow to handle the data 
provided by the central processing unit. However, at least one graphics 
accelerator has become fast enough to handle more data than the central 
processing unit is capable of transferring in this manner. 

To cut down on bus transit time, many graphics accelerators now utilize 
very large amounts of local storage on the graphics accelerator and move 
as many texture maps as possible to that storage. These accelerators 
then utilize a processor on the graphics accelerator board to access this 
secondary memory and thereby reduce bus transit time. However, even 
though these accelerators often provide eight or sixteen megabytes of 
data storage some part of which may be used for caching textures, this 
secondary memory must still be accessed in the same manner that main 
memory is accessed to transfer the texture values to a texture engine 
where the texture values are manipulated to produce a final texture 
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value for each pixel. Even this local memory access is significantly 
slower than desirable. 



It is desirable to provide apparatus and a method for more rapidly 
providing data defining texture values for use by graphics accelerator 
circuitry. 

Summary Of The Invention 

This and other desired results of the present invention are realized by a 
method and apparatus which includes a graphics accelerator, circuitry 
responsive to pixel texture coordinates to select texels and generate 
therefrom a texture value for any pixel the color of which is to be 
modified by a texture, and a cache to hold texels for use by the circuitry 
to generate texture value for any pixel. 

A particular embodiment of the present invention also includes means 
for determining the size of each polygon relative to a texture map to be 
used for the particular polygon and utilizing the result to determine 
whether to prefill the cache with texture value data or to defer the 
transfer of texture values to the cache until required for processing. 

These and other objects and features of the invention will be better 
understood by reference to the detailed description which follows taken 
together with the drawings in which like elements are referred to by like 
designations throughout the several views. 
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Brief Description Of The Drawings 

Figure 1 is a block diagram describing a computer utilizing the present 
invention. 

Figure 2 is a block diagram of a graphics accelerator which is a part of 
5 the computer of Figure 1 . 

Figure 3 is a diagram illustrating a single polygon positioned in world 
space and the transformation of that polygon to screen space. 

Figure 4 is an illustration which relates pixels describing the polygon of 
Figure 3 on a display screen to the texels of a texture map applied to the 
10 polygon in world space. 

Figure 5 is an illustration of a two dimensional arrangement of linear 
data in accordance with the present invention. 

Figure 6 is a diagram illustrating an addressing arrangement in 
accordance with the present invention. 

15 Detailed Description 

Figure 1 is a block diagram illustrating a computer system 10 which 
utilizes the present invention. The system 10 includes a central 
processing unit (CPU) 11, main memory 12, a system input/ output (I/O) 
bus 13, and various I/O devices 14 and 15. The I/O device 15 is a 
20 graphics accelerator circuit designed in accordance with the present 
invention to speed the transfer of graphics data from memory to the 
device 15. 
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Figure 3 illustrates a triangle Tw in world space and the projection Ts of 
that triangle onto a display screen. The triangle Tw lies in a plane in 
world space which is not parallel to the plane of the display screen. The 
plane in world space is defined by the world space coordinates shown at 
5 the vertices of the triangle Tw while the projection Ts of the triangle onto 
the screen is defined by the screen coordinates shown at the vertices of 
the projection Ts. Conventionally, an application program executing on 
the central processing unit 1 1 transfers data to the graphics accelerator 
circuit 15 defining the x and y dimensions of the three vertices of the 
10 individual triangle in screen space and the other attributes (e.g., r, g, b, 
O u, v) in world space. 

Ill Figure 2 is a block diagram illustrating in more detail certain elements of 

O the graphics accelerator circuit 15. The graphics accelerator 15 includes 

M= a set of registers 16 which receive input values being transferred to the 

Q 15 accelerator. As discussed above, from the data describing the vertices of 
S the triangle, the coordinates, color values, depth, and texture coordinates 

'-Jf (among other attributes) are derived by the graphics accelerator. This is 

® accomplished by a setup circuit 17 which utilizes the vertex data to 

derive a number of values which remain constant throughout the triangle 
20 being described and uses these constant values to generate screen values 
of the attributes for each pixel describing the triangle. During the setup 
process, the setup circuit 17 receives data from the registers 16 
describing the three vertices of each triangle which is to be displayed, 
manipulates that data, and produces outputs for each pixel which are 
25 the perspective correct screen values of the distance coordinates, of the 
color values, of the texture coordinates, and of any other attributes used 
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to describe the pixels being displayed. The values of most of these 
attributes are then utilized to vary the color of each pixel describing the 
polygon. 

However, the texture coordinates generated by the setup circuit 17 only 
5 define pixel positions on a texture map. Figure 4 illustrates the positions 
in which particular texels of a texture map (shown by dotted lines) are 
projected onto the screen. The manner in which the texels are positioned 
with respect to the pixels which actually describe the triangle on the 
screen occurs because the texels define positions on the texture map 
10 which are arranged linearly in world space while the pixels (shown as 
tf] solid lines) lie in positions which are linear in screen space. The texture 

m coordinates determined by the setup circuit 17 define a position at the 

□ center of a pixel on the screen. These coordinates are utilized to derive 

texture values from the texels for each pixel in the triangles in order to 
n 15 map the texture to the triangle. 

^ The accelerator circuit 15 includes a texture engine 18 which utilizes the 

^: texture coordinates provided by the setup circuit 17 for each pixel to 

w 

produce texture values for that pixel. The texture engine 18 also receives 
texels from a texture cache 20 designed in accordance with the present 
20 invention for holding texels transferred from memory. Texels in memory 
are accessed and provided to the texture cache 20 utilizing a direct 
memory access engine 19 designed in accordance with one embodiment 
of the present invention. 

Typically, texture mapping is accomplished by a process called bilinear 
25 interpolation. By selecting the integral portion of each texture coordinate 
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and adding one to each integral portion, four distinct sets of integral 
texture coordinates are generated which bracket the position of the 
original texture coordinates at the center of a pixel. These bracketing 
texture coordinates are used to derive texture values from an 
appropriately scaled texture map. It will be seen that the bilinear 
interpolation process typically selects the four closest texels to the pixel 
center position defined by the original texture coordinates. The values of 
these texels are weighted using the non-integral portions of the original 
texture coordinates and blended to produce a final texture value for a 
pixel. This final texture value is then one of the attributes used to 
modify the color values of the pixel before the pixel data is placed in the 
frame buffer for use in displaying an image. More advanced processes 
evaluate a plurality of positions defined by a plurality of texture 
coordinates within a pixel to generate a texture value for the pixel. 

In order to accomplish this complex process, a very large number of 
texture values must be available to the graphics accelerator. In 
accordance with the present invention, a graphic driver responding to an 
application program may set up data structures (preferably in local 
memory 21) which describe a large portion of memory (system or local) in 
which particular texture maps may be stored. The kernel driver obtains 
page tables from the operating system and uses these to provide page 
table entries in each data structure giving the physical addresses of 
texture map data in memory (system or local). The kernel driver then 
provides a reference to allow the direct memory access (DMA) engine 19 
to access the data structures and find the portion of memory in which 
the texture maps are stored in response to application commands. The 
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kernel driver may store tJie page tables in local memory 2 1 so that the 
DMA engine 19 may accomplish virtual- to-physical address translations 
locally. 

The DMA engine 19 receives commands from an application program 
indicating the address of a sequence of texels in memory and uses the 
data structure information to retrieve the addressed texels to fill the 
cache 20. In one embodiment of the invention, the texels are stored in 
cache lines which may be accessed in the cache 20 by the u and v 
coordinates in a pattern which provides locality in both u and v. 

Although not a preferred embodiment, it would also be possible for 
texture data to be furnished to the cache 20 by the CPU 1 1 under control 
of the application program. 

The texture values generated by the particular process utilized by the 
texture engine 18 are utilized along with the other attribute values to 
determine the color values to be placed in a pixel lighting pipeline 22 
with the dimensional coordinates. The lighting pipeline 22 transfers the 
pixel values to a rendering engine 23 which uses the dimensional 
coordinates and the values stored in a frame buffer 24 to render the pixel 
data to the frame buffer for display. 

In order to describe the cache, an embodiment in which four texels are 
used in a bilinear interpolation process to derive a texture value for a 
particular pixel will be described. However, the invention may be used 
with processes utilizing many more than four texels to define a final 
texture value for a pixel. In the embodiment described, four texture 
values (texels) must be available at the graphics accelerator 15 during 
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the setup process in order to determine a texture value for any pixel. 
Generally, texture values are stored in memory as a part of an array 
which is an individual texture map. Consequently, it has been typically 
necessary to transfer at least four texels over the system bus from 
5 memory to the graphics accelerator for each pixel processed during the 

setup routine. With bus access times and other requirements, storage of 
texture map portions in different pages of memory, and similar problems, 
the time required for texel transfers is a significant limiting factor in the 
speed of graphics displays. Alternatively, texture maps are transferred to 
10 local memory and accessed there by the graphics accelerator. Although 
O this eliminates the bus time required for access, it requires a significant 

O amount of local memory and still requires accessing the texels in local 

SI memory, a time consuming process. 

u The present invention overcomes this problem by significantly reducing 

15 the amount of texel data required to be transferred from memory. In 
S order to accomplish this, the present invention utilizes the cache 20 of 

^ texel data as a part of the graphics accelerating device 15. The cache 20 

^ Stores texels which are transferred to the device 15 for use. As may be 

seen in Figure 4, each texel often touches a number of different pixel 
20 positions on the output display. Since the generation of pixel texture 
values typically requires the utilization of four adjacent texels in a 
texture map to produce a single texture value for each pixel rendered on 
the output display, many of the texels are used a plurality of times in 
computing adjacent pixels defining a triangle. Consequently, texel values 
25 stored in the cache 20 may be used and reused in generating texture 
values for the pixels in any triangle. Moreover, the texels which are 
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stored in the cache 20 for generating texture value for one triangle are 
often the same texels used in generating texture values for an adjacent 
triangle. Consequently, once transferred to and stored in the cache 20, 
the texels need not be transferred to the cache again unless the cache 
replacement policy causes them to be overwritten. This significantly 
reduces data transfer time over the system bus or a local bus from local 
memory and speeds the graphics rendering process. 

The cache 20 is directly available to the texture engine 18 and may be 
accessed using the u and v texture coordinates. This is accomplished by 
assigning addresses in the cache 20 to provide the logical arrangement 
shown in Figure 5. It would be possible to provide a cache which was 
large enough to hold an entire texture map by simply providing a very 
large cache. However, the size of such a cache would make it costly to 
implement and would greatly increase the time required for transmission 
of texture values since an entire texture map of values would have to be 
transferred for each triangle using a new texture map, no matter how 
small a part of the texture map was to be used by the triangle. 

The present invention provides a cache having a size estimated to be 
sufficient to store, in most cases, texels defining the texture over an 
entire triangle. By reducing the size of the cache, the number of texels 
being transferred for each new triangle is much less than the number 
required to transfer an entire texture map. Moreover, texels transferred 
to the cache are reused thereby reducing the total amount of data 
transferred. Consequently, the time of transfer is significantly reduced. 
Furthermore, the cost of such a cache is much less than that required to 
hold entire texture maps. 
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One difficulty in providing a cache to hold texture values is that in 
contrast to the typical one dimensional processor cache utilized to store 
data and instructions recently utilized, a cache for texture values must 
be accessed in two dimensions in order to provide rapid operation. That 
5 is, a texel is accessed in a texture map by using the u and v coordinates 
to determine a position in the map in the same way that x and y 
coordinates determine a position on the screen. The integer portions of 
any texture coordinate pair defines a position in the plane of the texture 
map. It is necessary to access four texels surrounding each of whatever 
10 number of positions at which values are determined in order to compute 
the final texture value for a pixel. Consequently, the positional 
relationship of the texels to one another should be maintained in the 
cache in order to provide rapid access to the values. 

Although the actual texture values are stored in system memory, in local 
15 memory, and in the cache 20 in a linear fashion, the cache is arranged 
so that it may be addressed using the u and v coordinates. In Figure 5, 
the logical result of this addressing arrangement is illustrated. That is, 
the texels are placed in the cache in logical positions which match 
positions in the texture map. This allows any texel to be addressed using 
20 the u and v coordinates provided for each pixel. It should be noted that 
the arrangement allows cache positions to be maintained for the texels 
which to the greatest degree possible assures that they are accessed in 
the same page of memory thereby significantly reducing access time. 

This is accomplished by assigning addresses in the cache 20 to provide 
25 the logical arrangement shown in Figure 5. Figure 6 illustrates an 

addressing arrangement which may be used for addressing both linear 
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memory in which texture maps are stored and the cache 20. When a 
cache line in the cache 20 is filled, the line is filled linearly. However, the 
data in that line defines a sequence which is a part of a texture map. 
The texels in a linear sequence define a logical arrangement which starts 
5 at the upper left box in Figure 5 and proceeds through texels which are 
positioned in a texture map in the manner illustrated in Figure 5. Thus, 
a sequence in a line of cache starts at the "0" box which holds a two byte 
texel and follows a ""Z" pattern through the first four positions. These 
positions store four texels which are arranged logically in a texture map 

10 as shown in Figure 5 and provide texels which may define a single set of 
texture coordinates which position a pixel with reference to the map. 
The sequence continues by proceeding to the next group of four boxes in 
a pattern shown by the larger "Z" in Figure 5. The Z pattern continues 
through the second set of four boxes and into a third set of four boxes 

15 below the first set. The Z pattern continues and continues to widen. 

The addressing arrangement shown in Figure 6 provides seventeen 
address bits which define the position of any texel in linear memory. The 
exemplary bits of the address under each square allow the 27th texel 
(marked by "T") to be addressed in a linear memory. The address is 

20 determined by programming each texel in a texture map in linear 

memory to reside at an address determined by the u and v positions of 
the texture in the texture map. Thus, to assign an address to the texel T 
lying at the logical intersection of U5 and V3 in Figure 5, the U and V 
address bits in the address are chosen to indicate "5'' and "3." This 

25 address arrangement which interleaves U and V bits provides indexing 
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into the linear memory to access the positions in a two dimensional 
texture map. 

In addition to simply caching texel data, the present invention also 
prefetches the texel data during the setup process during which the 
5 pixels in a triangle, the depth, color values, and texture coordinates are 
determined for those pixels. In this manner, texels are already available 
for all pixels of the entire triangle before any are needed to derive texture 
values. 

In one embodiment, a cache size is selected which is sufficient to hold 

0 10 the data for two of a large percentage of the typical triangles utilized for 

D rendering a shape to a display. A particular texture cache stores sixty- 

1 ft 

four texel values in each cache line and has a total of sixty-four cache 
m lines. 
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In accordance with the present invention, before texels are fetched by the 
J 15 DMA engine to the cache 20, a test is conducted to determine whether 
^ the texels required for the triangle are few enough to fit the space 

provided in the cache 20. In order to conduct this test, in one 
embodiment, the setup engine first determines an appropriate scale for a 
texture map to be used. A particular test utilizes the u and v coordinates 
20 and the x and y screen coordinates furnished for each of the three 
vertices to determine the maximum and minimum values of texture 
coordinates and pixels in the triangle. With these ranges, the number of 
texels which are to be utilized to compute a final texture value for each 
pixel can be selected to provide an accurate texture value for each 
25 individual pixel in the triangle to be displayed. That is, if four texels are 
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to be used for determining a final texture value for each pixel using a 
bilinear interpolation process, then a texture map having a scale 
providing approximately four texels touching each pixel can be selected. 
This allows each of the texels surrounding the center of a pixel to be 
5 used in determining a final texture value without the necessity to ignore 
large numbers of texels covered by the pixel. 

The scale of texture map to be used determines whether the texels 
defining a triangle being described will fit within the cache. 

When the scale of the texture map is chosen, the u and v coordinates for 
O 10 each pixel are similarly scaled to the chosen map. At this point, the 
0 maximum and minimum u and v values at the vertices of the triangle are 

Sj known and determine the number of texels in the triangle. To this value 

ffi is added a number of texels sufficient to allow accesses of complete cache 

[ line to occur. The number of texels to be placed in the cache to provide 

% 15 textures for a triangle (assuming the storage of complete cache lines) 
^ determines whether the texels will fit into the cache 20. In one 

^ embodiment, cache lines are accessed in memory by the DMA engine 19 

so that a rectangle of texels is actually read from the texture map 
selected and placed in the cache 20. If the number of texels in the 
20 rectangle selected for a triangle is small enough to fit within one-half of 
the cache 20, then the texels are prefetched from memory by the DMA 
engine 19 during the setup process and placed in the cache. If 
prefetched in this manner, the cache 20 holds all of the texels necessary 
to produce final texture values from the texture coordinates produced by 
25 the setup engine 17 so that there will be no wait for texels necessary to 
the final texture value computation for each pixel to be displayed. 
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If the number of texels required for the triangle is too great to fit within 
one-half of the cache 20, then the fetch of texels is delayed. Instead, as 
the texture coordinates for each pixel are generated by the setup engine 
17, the texels required (four in one embodiment) are fetched on demand 
5 by the DMA engine 19. These texels are placed in the cache and retained 
in accordance with a cache replacement policy to be described. 

The cache in one embodiment is fully associative. The manner in which 
texels are replaced within the cache is another feature of the invention. 
The texels in the cache are used to determine texture values for the 
^ 10 pixels used to described a triangle. When texels are being prefetched to 
5 the cache to be used with a triangle, one type of replacement policy for 

m the cache lines is used. During any period in which a triangle is being 

O written to the frame buffer, the cache lines containing texels which are 

U being used to compute texture values to describe that triangle cannot be 

O 15 overwritten. Consequently, these caches lines are marked to indicate 
fi that they cannot be replaced until the triangle is complete. To 

^5; accomplish this, the cache control includes two sets of 64 flags, each set 

having a bit position for each cache line. When a triangle is not being 
rendered and texels for a new triangle which fit into one-half the cache 
20 are being placed into the cache, a bit in the first set of flags is set for 

each cache line filled which has not been used to indicate that the lines 
cannot be replaced. When the texels for that triangle have been placed 
in the cache 20, the cache lines and their flags are handed over to the 
rendering operation. The bits set in the first set of flags are not reset so 
25 long as texture values are being computed for the triangle. 
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As the texture values are being computed for the first triangle, a second 
triangle is evaluated to determine if its texels will fit into the remainder of 
the cache 20. Presuming that the number of texels needed will fit the 
remaining space when moved to the cache 20 in full cache lines, the 
5 texels for the second triangle are transferred to the cache. However, in 
order to speed the graphics operation, if a cache line of texels is already 
in the cache, it need not be transferred in a second time. Instead, the 
cache controller searches to see if the address of the cache line is in the 
cache and marks the bit in the second set of flags for that cache line to 
10 indicate that the cache line is to be used for a next triangle and is not to 
O be replaced. 

A counter walks through the cache lines as each new cache line of texels 
n is ready to be transferred into the cache so that the particular line is 

known. If a line of texels is not already in the cache, the controller 
U 15 searches for the next cache line for which neither flag bit is set. Such a 
J cache line is neither being used to compute texture values for a triangle 

ffl being rendered not being saved for a next triangle. In this manner, texels 

ffl placed in the cache remain in the cache as long as they are needed. 

Such a replacement policy is essentially "least recently loaded.'' 

20 When texels are being placed in the cache 20 on a demand basis because 
texels sufficient to generate texture values for a triangle are larger than 
the room remaining in the cache (one-half of the cache), a different 
replacement policy is used. It will be recalled that the four positions at 
which texture values are read are determined from the integral values of 

25 the texture coordinates in a typical bilinear interpolation. Then, the non- 
integral portion of the texture coordinates are used to weight the four 
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texture values during the bilinear interpolation process. Thus, in 
determining texture values across a scan line of a triangle mapped to a 
particular texture map, as a generality, two texels which are included 
within the computation of a texture value for a first pixel on a scan line 
5 are not used in the computation of the next pixel on the scan line. This 
same pattern applies as a scan proceeds across the scan line. However, 
when the next scan line commences, the computation of the first pixel 
again uses certain (probably two) of the texels used to compute the 
texture value of the first pixel on the preceding scan line. 

10 In demand mode, two sets of 64 flags are used to indicate that a line of 
e texels in the cache has been used in generating texture values for a scan 

m line of pixels but was not reused in generating a next scan line of pixels, 

p In one embodiment, the bits of the flags for the cache line are set when a 

u new cache line is placed in the cache. Then when a scan line of pixels 

^ 15 uses that line of the cache, the flag of the first set is reset for the cache 
E line. If a next scan line completes and a cache line of texels is not used, 

^ then both flags are reset for that cache line. If a next scan line completes 

K and a cache line of texels is used, then both flags are set for that cache 

line. The two reset flags for the cache line indicate that the line of the 
20 cache may be replaced in order to provide room for texels to complete the 

triangle being produced. 

Although the present invention has been described in terms of a 
preferred embodiment, it will be appreciated that various modifications 
and alterations might be made by those skilled in the art without 
25 departing from the spirit and scope of the invention. The invention 
should therefore be measured in terms of the claims which follow. 
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